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AS A NURSE WAS REMOVING THE LAST 

20 cm of a peripherally inserted cen- 
tral catheter (PICC), he encountered 
resistance. During repeated attempts 
to remove it, the PICC fractured. He 
clamped the exposed portion of the 
catheter and arranged to have the 
PICC surgically removed. 

What went wrong? 
Long-term, indwelling venous cath- 
eters (such as PICCs and midline 
catheters) sometimes "freeze" or frac- 
ture externally or internally during re- 
moval. Freezing may occur if a fibrin 
sheath builds up around the catheter's 

tip or if the vein has spasms (some- 
times because of a tortuous vein path). 
But no evidence currently implicates 
any particular catheter material or the 
indwelling time. 

What precautions can you take? 
If you encounter difficulty removing a 
catheter, try one or more of the fol- 
lowing techniques to promote vasodi- 
lation and allow the catheter to move 
more freely. 

Place warm compresses on the skin 
along the vein. 

Insert a second catheter in the same 
vein below the original catheter's in- 

sertion site and infuse warm saline. 
Besides promoting vasodilation, the 
solution also increases fluid volume 
around the catheter. 

With a physician's order, administer 
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oral nifedipine or apply nitroglycerin 
paste to the skin over the vein. 

If, despite your efforts, the catheter 
tip fractures internally, place a tourni- 
quet above the tip's location to prevent 
migration and immediately notify a 
physician. l 
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